As his remarkable professional biography indicates, Cart is generous and enthusiastic about sharing his knowledge of and experiences with young adult literature, and he graciously agreed to be interviewed for Study and Scrutiny, where he shared his thoughts on the evolution of YAL, the areas where it needs to grow, and the development of Young Adult Literature: From Romance to Realism.
Terri Suico (TS): Thank you so much for all of the work you have done on behalf of young adult literature. Given that, I was interested to see that you didn't encounter young adult literature until 1988. On the "About Me" page (Cart, 2016a) on your website, you state that you were "instantly smitten" with young adult literature when you first encountered it after being invited to serve on the YALSA and that it filled a gaping hole in your life. What was it about young adult literature that That's one reason why I was so attracted immediately to young adult literature. It did fill an emotional gap in my own life, and I think it does an extraordinary job of filling emotional gaps in the lives of today's teens by giving them an opportunity to see that they're not the only one. Teens do tend to be solipsistic and oftentimes feel that they are the only person like themselves in the world. Young adult literature puts the light of that and lets them see themselves.
TS: Do you recall the first YA book that you read when you started working with YALSA? SUICO 
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MC: I wish I could say I remembered the exact title of the first YA book I read, but I can tell you a title I read early on that spoke to me. This takes us back to 1989 when I first became a member of YALSA's Best Books for Young Adults Committee, and that book was Francesca Lia Block's Weetzie Bat. It's a book I really love and one that cemented my interest in young adult literature.
TS: As you know, young adult literature has changed so much in the past 25 years. What changes to it do you think have been the most substantial or important? MC: One of the biggest right now is the phenomenon that I'm still shaking my head at, and that is the discovery of young adult literature by adults. The fact that we now have the crossover readership and multi-generational readership of young adult literature bodes well for its future. I attribute this largely to the Harry Potter books and to the movies that have been made out of The Hunger Games and Twilight and others of that ilk and genre.
TS: What do you think caused the shift? Beyond the franchising, do you think there was anything in the books themselves that helped make adults more aware of young adult literature?
MC: I've heard, and I think buy into this because of my experience reviewing both adult and YA books for Booklist magazine, that adults like young adult literature because it actually tells a story.
Unlike YA, adult literature often is devoted to very minute explications of people's psyche. This doesn't always produce a page-turning novel.
TS: You noted the influence of the Harry Potter series earlier, and many regard it as one of the most influential series in young adult literature. What other book or books do you think have energized readers, teachers, and scholars? MC: I would say probably any one of the many Printz Award-winning books, which have invested young adult literature with a depth that it probably didn't have before. The award and the depth it has encouraged have invited more and more literary fiction to be published under the YA rubric.
One Printz winner that has always stuck with me is Aidan Chambers's Postcards from No Man's Land. He is one of my heroes, and I think he's a great talent. He brings not only a great talent as a fiction writer but also as a critic. MC: I applaud it. I think it's wonderful, and I think it already is having an effect. I recently put together an annual list of best books for young adults, and I realized that the first five books on my list were multicultural titles, which made me stop and think, "Wow, this this is something that's become a happening thing." I put the credit for this largely at the doorstep of We Need Diverse Books.
TS: It's been an interesting movement to follow and to see how people have responded to it. By and large, there has been a very positive response in that it has helped call attention to the fact that we need books that reflect all different experiences and different cultures. You make some intriguing statements in Young Adult Literature: From Romance to Realism in relation to the ongoing debate regarding the ability and the right of authors to write about cultures other than their own. How do you see young adult literature navigating this debate?
MC: There are some people who feel strongly, and perhaps justifiably, that one can only write about a culture from within that culture. It seems to me those attacks underestimate the importance of the writer's creative intelligence and that people who are familiar with a culture, whether they're inside or out, should have a certain liberty to write about it. Jane Yolen said if we could only write from within the culture, we wouldn't have any historical literature, because nobody alive was within that culture. I think she made a good point. I'm a great believer in the creative imagination and the emotional intelligence of good writers. I think they should be permitted a certain latitude to write about cultures other than their own, presuming that they have learned about the culture and are familiar with it.
TS: I think what's helpful here is that they can write about the culture from a different perspective. MC: Precisely. Sometimes, we find the universal in the particular, and we also find the universal in the universal. I think we have to make room for both.
TS: What do you think needs to happen to get more books in general, and YA books in particular, to address multicultural topics? MC: There have been many reasons given over the years why we have a paucity about multicultural literature. One that I think is still relevant is that we need more people of color in editorial positions and publishing and in the role of publishers themselves. There were recent studies in articles reported in Publishers Weekly (Deahl, 2016; Milliot, 2015) that speak to an amazing lack of multiculturalism in the ranks of people who work in publishing.
There's also another aspect that speaks to publishing. Many publishers perhaps still feel that there isn't much of an audience for multicultural fiction; therefore, it's not monetarily viable to publish it. I think this is terribly wrong-headed. It derives from a feeling that kids are only interested in themselves and people like themselves and that they're reluctant to read about other cultures and ethnicities. This is probably a base canard as far as kids' abilities and interests are concerned.
TS: If anything, it seems like children and adolescents want to learn about the world around them and to find out about other people and other people's experiences.
MC: Increasingly so, I would say.
TS: This reminds me a bit of the argument that I've heard regarding gender and books. The assumption is that books with a male protagonist and books that are written by men are seen as being meant for everyone, and books with a female protagonist or books written by women are seen as being only for women. It's an infuriating mindset, but I think it's something that has taken hold in some parts of the industry and of society. MS: There were several things. One of them was the rise of the middle school movement, which created a new audience. Publishers, of course, are always looking for a new audience, and they tended then to turn their energies from young adults to middle schoolers and created this new middle school literature at the expense of young adult literature.
Another factor was that young adult literature historically was a literature of contemporary realism. Realism had become so bastardized by reality television, even as early as the late-'80s and early-'90s, and people were thinking, "We can't top that, so we'll give less and less attention to YA because kids are not looking to young adult literature now for the experience of reality, they're looking to television." This is one time when I think the fears about the influence of television probably had some validity.
One other circumstance that was important, speaking of audience, was that the number of teenagers in America declined rapidly from the mid-'80s well into the '90s. Again, publishers felt that there was a dwindling audience, and therefore, they produced a dwindling literature. MC: I felt, as you just said, there have been so many changes in the field, that the first edition would have needed updating, but even the second edition needed an update after 2010. Young adult literature is a lively art, and so long as it remains lively, we need to revisit and revise our past opinions and information about it. The third edition was one that I particularly enjoyed --I think I probably enjoyed it more than the first two editions, simply because it changed so dramatically and remarkably. YA is so exciting now; every time I think about young adult literature, I get all atwitter because it is such a vibrant field.
TS: What are you particularly excited about now in terms of young adult literature?
MC: A number of things. I'm excited by the fact that YA now is certainly established as a literary field after being dismissed as being mere problem novels for so many years. You had this experience of cultural lag where people didn't realize that the field was changing under their feet, until finally somebody called their attention to it.
In terms of other developments, queer literature has undergone a real sea change in the last five or so years. We're now seeing transgender people, we're seeing intersex people, and we are beginning to see people of color in queer literature as well. That is tremendously exciting to me.
Though I'm not so sure that this belongs in this category, I go back to the fact that young adult literature expanded its readership by speaking to a multi-generational audience. I'm particularly interested in the new adult phenomenon. MC: I think it's very challenging. Kids have traditionally always liked to read up in terms of the age of the protagonist, and this certainly gives them an opportunity to read up. However, this is true of young adult literature as well. What we call young adulthood has changed so rapidly and so dynamically that it gives kids an opportunity to see themselves in a future context, which will be on them before they realize it.
TS: How do you see new adult literature differing from young adult literature, and how do you see it differing from the traditional romance novel? Based on my limited experience with new adult books, it seems like many of them are similar to chick lit or traditional romance.
MC: Chick lit is a perfectly viable term to use here. I did a lot of interviewing for an article for Booklist magazine some years ago, and I made it my business to talk to people in publishing. Even many of them were dismissing it as a chick lit phenomenon that was here today, gone tomorrow.
But I felt from my own reading that there was a different aspect to it that warranted more attention, and that was the more literary aspect of it, the continuation of young adult literature.
In terms of new adult literature's similarities to chick lit or traditional romance novels, you could say the same thing about young adult literature, where you have a whole body of chick lit books. However, you also have a larger literature that transcends that. For new adult literature, like YA fiction, you acknowledge that there is this fundamental sort of chick lit aspect of it, but it's moved beyond that and has turned into a more traditional and viable literature, just as young adult literature has. When you look back at the history of young adult literature, in its earlier days, it was what we today would call chick lit and romance. The 1940s was a decade of romance that extended well into the mid-1950s. But as young adult literature evolved, just as new adult literature is evolving, it turned into something much broader and more extravagant, if I could use that word, in a positive way.
TS: When I think back to the young adult literature of the 1940s and 1950s, I also think of it as being much younger than the YA literature we have today. Seeing it grow to encompass a lot of different ages has been interesting, and this new category of new adult literature seems like a natural progression in some ways. MC: Kids were younger then, not just in chronological age, but in terms of their worldliness. They tended to be more naïve. Also, publishers had their own ideas of what kids were like, and they saw them as kind of a tabula rasa audience, so they gave them books like that, starting with teen romances.
Then they went into adventure stories and sport stories for boys. I guess this probably is something we always have to reinvent for each new generation of literature -what goes around comes around.
And literature is, in its own way, kind of circular.
TS: Another thing that strikes me, as we think about the history of young adult literature, is that it seemed like the publishers and authors of the 1940s and 1950s wanted to mirror what teenagers were interested in, but they also presented an idealized picture of teens. Prior to The Outsiders, the books were a portrayal of how adults wanted teenagers to be rather than how they actually were.
MC: It made adults comfortable when they became aware of the literature being published for their kids, because it was idealized and had very little to do with the real world.
TS: While young adult literature often makes people uncomfortable, I feel like it's doing its job if that is the case.
MC: If people read about the real lives of teens, they would be uncomfortable in too many cases. This is another reason realistic young adult literature is important, because it shines a light on areas that need attention if teens are to be healthy and viable citizens of the world.
TS: In From Romance to Realism, there were quite a few changes from the 1996 edition the most recent one, which was published in 2016. What changes are you the most proud of in terms of your writing and research?
MC: One change I made is that I gave more focus to the marketplace, without which we wouldn't have the literature. Between 1996 and 2016, there was such a sea change in terms of the way that the literature was marketed, and I was fascinated by that aspect. Of course, one thing that also fascinated me that I gave some attention to is the explosion of the very numbers of YA books that are being published these days -talk about an exponential advance. This goes back to the market obviously, since YA literature is selling extraordinarily well. Nothing succeeds like imitation in the world of publishing, so they are going to publish more and more YA, which is good and bad. Sometimes, when you get a surfeit of the literature, it gets published without as much editorial input as it could.
I think that has been a problem with publishing, as the bottom line has become more and more important. Editors are required to spend most of their time looking for the next big thing and less time on traditional editing of the manuscripts they have in front of them.
I would say one other thing about the latest edition. I would hope that it underscores the very viability of young adult literature. I've tried to do that in all three editions, but this is particularly emphasized in the new edition. Because the field has become so expansive, we need to recognize that it is an absolutely viable literature in and of itself.
TS: Definitely. For so long, it has been seen as inferior or as less than because it is meant for teenagers, which is a shame. Adolescents are important, and the literature here is important. Also, I hate always going back to the business side of publishing, but young adult and children's literature are keeping the publishing industry afloat.
MC: Even though publishing is bottom line-driven, there are still wonderful things being published.
Publishers are still taking risks. This has occurred to me, but I wasn't quite sure about the validity of the idea until I sat down and started looking again at contemporary young adult literature when I was doing the third edition. I was impressed at how many first novels were being published that are good.
They're not commercial enterprises, but they're literary enterprises. One thing that may be promoting that is the William C. Morris Debut Award (http://www.ala.org/yalsa/morris-award) that YALSA has conjured up. I applaud that; it's a wonderful award, and it's tremendously important.
TS: Given the time that passed between editions and the considerable changes that happened in young adult literature that you had to address, I know that some of the material in the first edition of From Romance to Realism had to be excised in later ones. Is there anything you wish you could have kept from the 1996 version that had to go in the later versions?
MC: The thing that didn't survive was more of an attention to literary criticism. That was certainly evident in the chapter from the original edition entitled "Time for Relevance -And Revelation: Into MC: It has passed my consciousness a number of times since the third one was published. I have no idea how many years it would take before a fourth edition would be needed but stay tuned. We may have a fourth edition one of these days after all as long as the field remains as dynamic as it is today.
TS: I think it's getting much more dynamic, which in turn, encourages scholarship in the area. As you know, there is a great deal of research taking place, and you have had a huge part in that by making YA literature a legitimate avenue to pursue in academia and by giving researchers the tools and history we need so they can write and research it in a thoughtful way. Thank you for everything you've done.
MC: Thank you, Terri, for what you said, you are very generous.
TS: Not at all. Every year I tell you, your work changed my life, and I know that I speak for many, many other scholars in young adult literature.
